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ABSTRACT: This essay is a first step in a larger project that attempts to integrate argumentation theory into the
pedagogy of teacher response to student writing, especially the writing of freshman composition students expected
to meet course outcome goals. Relying on Toulmin’s model for the layout of argument, I begin to point a way
toward a refiguring of teacher response as situated argument. I claim that Toulmin’s model, when synthesized with
the pragma-dialectic ideal of argument as critical discussion, would provide a better way for writing teachers to
conceptualize their response practices and would form a better match between response practices and intended
outcomes of the freshman composition course.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Freshman composition is a beginning writing, rhetoric, and argument course that many students
in American universities are required to take. The course is taught by a wide cross-section of
instructors, ranging from tenured professors (rarely) to beginning professors (frequently) to
adjuncts (very frequently) to graduate students (also very frequently), and is a course that
presents unique challenges and opportunities. Freshman writers are especially challenging—and
especially rewarding—to teach, because they often have to unlearn the writing and argument
strategies that served them well in high school while, at the same time, learn new approaches
within sets of higher standards for college-level writing. Those approaches and standards might
vary from classroom to classroom, but some generalizations can be made responsibly.
The Writing Program Administrators’ (WPA) Outcomes Statement for First-Year
Composition (Harrington, Malencyzk, Peckham, Rhodes, and Yancey (2001)), based on a
nationwide survey of writing program administrators and adapted by scores of universities to
guide course expectations, teacher training, and assessment, sets forth a detailed list of
competences that a freshman composition course should assist students in developing (pp. 323325). These student competencies include the ability to focus on specific rhetorical purposes and
the relations of those rhetorical purposes to the expectations and needs of different audiences;
understanding how knowledge, power, and language interact; and developing mastery in
integrating their own ideas with the ideas of others (pp. 323-325). Students learn to write and to
argue by writing and arguing; thus, most freshman composition courses require students to write
and revise extensively. As the Outcomes Statement reflects, most freshman composition courses
stress that writing is a recursive process and that writers learn best by preparing multiple drafts,
by receiving feedback from their teachers and peers, and by revising their texts (pp. 323-325).
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Generally, the more students write, the more composition teachers must respond to students’
texts. In their response practices, writing teachers have their best opportunity to help students
achieve course goals.
Current response practices are often vague, mean-spirited, and unhelpful; worse, some
response practices denigrate student writing and appropriate it for purposes that serve teachers
more than they serve students. This essay is a first step in a larger project that seeks to integrate
argumentation theory into the pedagogy of responding to student writing, especially the writing
of freshman expected to meet course outcome goals. I rely on Toulmin’s model for the layout of
argument and begin to point a way toward a refiguring of teacher response as situated argument.
I claim that Toulmin’s model, when synthesized with the pragma-dialectic ideal of argument as
critical discussion, would provide a better way for writing teachers to conceptualize their
response practices, a way that better matches intended outcomes of the freshman composition
course.
2. WRITING TEACHERS’ RESPONSE PRACTICES: WHAT ARE THE PROBLEMS?
Composition research and anecdotal evidence corroborate what individual writing teachers have
probably always sensed; namely, that responding to student writing, especially that of freshmen,
is the single activity on which teachers spend the greatest portion of their time. Teacher response
generally takes the form of written comments on or about students’ texts, in-person conferences,
or some combination of the two. All of this response takes time. In an oft-cited essay on teacher
response to student writing, Nancy Sommers (1982) estimated that most writing teachers spend
between 50 and 100 hours per semester just on response to student writing (p. 122). Based on my
own experience, and on discussions I have had with other composition teachers, the amount of
time teachers spend responding to student writing appears to have increased significantly in the
two decades since Sommers’s estimate, to some 120 to 150 hours per semester.
So what are composition teachers, institutions—and, most importantly, students—getting
from this massive investment of time and energy? Unfortunately, less than we all would like.
Brook Horvath has argued that responding to student texts ‘proves too frequently a confused,
unsatisfying experience’ and that teacher response is often ‘apparently unhelpful to students who
[…] are […] antagonized by [...] thought-heavy marginalia and terminal remarks’ when it comes
time to revise their texts (1984, p. 243). Similarly, Sommers argued that compositionists ‘do not
know in any definitive way what constitutes thoughtful commentary or what effect, if any, [their]
comments have on helping [their] students become more effective writers’ (p. 122).
Sommers studied how thirty-five composition teachers provided written commentary on
students’ texts by analyzing the teachers’ comments themselves, by interviewing teachers and
students, and by comparing the teachers’ comments on selected texts to comments on the same
texts generated by a computer program (p. 123). Sommers’s two major findings from this study
were disturbing. She found that teachers’ comments, in addition to being arbitrary, hostile, and
mean-spirited in tone, often took over or ‘appropriated’ students’ texts, an abuse of power that
valorizes teachers’ purposes in commenting on students’ texts over students’ purposes in writing
those texts in the first place (p. 123). Worse, comments such as ‘Check your commas and semicolons and think more about what you are thinking about’ offered students little direction and no
way to determine which features of their texts were most in need of revision (p. 125). Sommers
also found that teacher comments were not specific to students’ texts and could easily be
interchanged or ‘rubber-stamped’ from paper to paper (p. 126). Thus, the comments functioned
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more as ‘vague directives’ or as ‘a uniform code of commands, requests, and pleadings’ than as
genuine, specific advice tailored to the texts at hand or to the stage of the assignment of which
any specific text was a part (i.e., an in-process draft versus a completed paper) (pp. 126-127).
Sommers concluded by arguing, ‘The news from the classroom is not good. For the most part,
teachers do not respond to student writing with the kind of thoughtful commentary which will
help students engage with the issues they are writing about or which will help them think about
their purposes and goals in writing a specific text’ (p. 127). If we expect students to focus on
specific rhetorical purposes and the relations of those rhetorical purposes to the expectations and
needs of different audiences, we composition teachers certainly should do the same in
responding to student writing.
In another seminal essay on teacher response, C.H. Knoblauch and Lil Brannon (1982)
argued that, as a result of the power and authority relationships between teachers and students,
teachers tend to undervalue student authority over their own texts and therefore tend to
undervalue students’ communicative efforts (p. 159). Because teachers undervalue students’
authority over their own texts, teachers, both of the type Knoblauch and Brannon label
‘conservative’ and of the type they label ‘liberal’, often read students’ texts against the standard
of an imagined ‘Ideal Text’ (p. 159). The conservative teacher uses this Ideal Text as an index of
student inadequacy, while the liberal teacher uses the Ideal Text to fill in what he or she believes
that the student must have meant to express, thereby ‘exaggerat[ing] the writer’s competence’ (p.
159). Either way, the teacher puts him- or herself in the position of the ‘always reliable judge of
how well writers actually say [what they mean]’ (p. 159). However well-meaning these teachers
may be, Knoblauch and Brannon contend that such reading practices often convey the
impression that teachers’ agendas in reading texts are more important than students’ agendas in
writing those texts (pp. 158-159). Consequently, Knoblauch and Brannon argue, students often
try simply to match teacher expectations (pp. 158-59). This weak capitulation to authority, of
course, undermines many of the professed goals of freshman composition. To help prevent the
kinds of reading and commenting practices that can result in this type of capitulation by students,
Knoblauch and Brannon argue that, before teachers respond to students’ texts, teachers should
consult with students about what they intended to express or argue; in addition, teachers should
find ways to be less authoritarian (p. 161). In short, Knoblauch and Brannon challenge
composition teachers to refigure classroom power relationships in productive ways. One way to
help meet this challenge is to refigure teacher response to student writing. After all, if we expect
students build their understanding of how knowledge, power, and language interact in their
writing, perhaps we should start by understanding how knowledge, power, and language interact
in our responses to that same writing. Toulmin’s model for the layout of argument, though it has
an uneasy relationship to composition studies, offers fruitful ways to refigure teacher response.
3. REFIGURING RESPONSE PRACTICES BY USING THE TOULMIN MODEL: WHAT
DIFFERENCES COULD THAT MAKE?
Toulmin’s six-part model for the layout of argument, first presented in The Uses of Argument
(1958), represents a powerful critique of the reach of formal logic and of universalized concepts
of reason. By moving away from philosophy’s preoccupation with logical validity and apodictic
reasoning, Toulmin described how the probable, contingent arguments most of us make in our
daily lives work within their social contexts. Through the concept of argument fields, Toulmin
focused on situated arguments and on argument practices. For Toulmin, arguments are part of the
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same field when ‘the data and conclusions in each of the two arguments are, respectively, of the
same logical type’; conversely, different arguments ‘will be said to come from different fields
when the backing or the conclusions in each of the two arguments are not of the same logical
type’ (1995, p. 14). ‘Argument field’ is a notoriously vexed term; indeed, Toulmin has been
criticized for vagueness and inconsistency in his definitions (e.g., Van Eeemeren, et al., 1996, p.
155). The body of scholarly literature on argument fields has been described as a ‘smorgasbord
[that] offers something for every argument taste’ (Walker and Congalton, 1987, p. 128).
However, the concept of the argument field remains important and useful, not only because it
helps us to describe actual argument practices (McKerrow, 1986, p. 185). What’s more, the
concept of argument field also helps to bring to the foreground the ways in which argument is an
activity produced and judged within social spaces, no one of which has any inherently superior
access to ‘the court of reason’ (Toulmin, 1995, p. 40).
A well-rounded concept of argument fields must account for actual argumentative
practices and must also seek to situate those practices within larger social frameworks. Sara
Newell’s ‘socio-pragmatic’ concept (1984) fits these two requirements well. Taking Willard’s
constructivist view of argument fields as a point of departure and differentiation, Newell’s sociopragmatic view seeks to describe argument fields as patterns of behavior and argument within
situated social systems. (p. 249). These patterns of behavior ‘go beyond the act of making an
argument to describing the interlinkages between arguments, and [to] describing the process of
having an argument’ (p. 249, emphasis original). As Newell contends, the socio-pragmatist
describes a field’s standards for what counts as a good argument by examining how those
standards are ‘enacted in the talk reflected by the types of reasons presented’ in repeated
encounters (p. 252, 259).
As Newell’s definition of argument fields highlights, argument fields map the limits of
which movements from which data through which warrants to which claims are worth
considering. Moreover, argument fields are the sites upon which participants negotiate authority.
By refiguring our responses to students’ texts as an argument field, we in composition can
improve the fit between our response practices and our outcome goals. Other composition
scholars have already hinted at the type of shift I am advocating; for example, Nick Carbone and
Margaret Daisley, in examining grading practices, contend that grades should be considered texts
that make arguments (1998, p. 77). After all, to assign a grade is to advance a claim about the
student’s performance, a claim presumably capable of being supported by relevant evidence and
by appropriate legitimating inferences (p. 77). Unfortunately, most extant research into teacher
response examines only written comments, such as endnotes and marginalia (Fife and O’Neill,
2001, pp. 300-301). Moreover, researchers tend to consider teachers’ written comments as
postmortem verdicts rather than as active discourses within classroom contexts; worse,
researchers often analyze comments from their own perspectives, not from the perspectives of
teachers and students (pp. 300-301). I would like to extend Carbone and Daisley’s hint and
refigure all instances of teacher response to student texts—not just grades, and not just written
comments—as potential argumentative encounters that take place within the overall argument
field of teacher response.
Teacher response to student writing is a social arena of struggle in which teachers are
invested with measures of institutionally sanctioned power to shape how and why students write
and revise. Refiguring teacher response to student writing as an argument field can help us to
understand how writing teacher response practices result from roles enacted through institutional
patterns of argument, patterns that are themselves the result of linkages between arguments about
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what writing teachers, institutions, and students can or should expect from each other, such as the
WPA Outcomes Statement. This way of conceptualizing teacher response would be especially
important in freshman courses because, as David Bartholomae (1985) has argued, freshman
writers, as newcomers to the academy, have to learn to ‘invent the university’; that is, they have
to learn how to ‘try on the particular ways of knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting,
concluding, and arguing that define the discourse’ of the various communities they encounter in
college (1985, p. 403).
I would add to Bartholomae’s point that many of those who teach freshman composition,
especially the legions of beginning professors, adjuncts, and graduate students, are also learning
to ‘invent the university’ and their places in it. By moving toward a view of teacher response as
an argument field, we can keep one eye on the legitimate institutional constraints and
expectations of the freshman course and the legitimate uses of our power to shape how and why
students write and revise, while keeping the other eye on the limits or blind spots of those same
constraints, expectations, and power relationships. Students and institutions expect that the
teacher of freshman composition will, through intensive writing and feedback, help freshman
writers to improve their ability to see complex ideas precisely; to perceive and account for
nuances, thereby avoiding reductive thinking; and to be able to advance and defend sound claims
with evidence and a sense of a situated audience. However, these laudable expectations don’t
fulfill themselves, nor do they by themselves offer us any way to determine what we mean when
we expect freshmen to write, for example, sound claims using effective prose. The inescapable
need for human interpretation and negotiation of meaning which the Toulmin model highlights,
but, by contrast, the written comments of the teachers that Sommers studied utterly occlude,
affects what we perceive as relevant, helpful responses to students’ texts.
Gail Stygall makes a similar point when she contends that argument fields help students
(and, I would claim, teachers, too) to come ‘to know why and how a member of discipline, a
resident of a field, arrived where he or she did’ (Stygall, 1988, p. 382). Perhaps more
importantly, as Stygall argues in writing about the ethical function of argument fields, the model
helps to bring to the surface the often invisible accretion of interests, traditions, values, and
omissions that underlie the argument practices of any group; after this bringing to the surface, ‘A
fact then is not just a fact’ (p. 382). Changing possible questions helps to change possible
answers. Might we also bring to the surface the accretions of interests, traditions, values, and
omissions that underlie our practices in responding to (that is, arguing about) students’ texts? As
teachers of writing, especially teachers of freshmen who are new to the conventions and
expectations of academic writing, we should seek to understand, and to help our students to
understand, the argument—the movement from data through warrant to claim—of our timeconsuming endnotes and our earnest suggestions in conferences.
Alone, refiguring response to student writing as an argument field will not go far enough.
Indeed, the history of the Toulmin model itself as applied to teach argument in composition, may
illustrate this best. One cross-disciplinary critique of the Toulmin model, a critique in which
some writing teachers join, is the ‘justificationist’ critique. This line of critique asserts that the
model is useful only for justifying arguments in an adversarial setting, not for helping to generate
or evaluate them in cooperative setting (Schroeder, 1997, p. 103; Fulkerson, 1988, p. 332;
Fulkerson, 1996, p. 65; van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 2004, p. 129). For example, Christopher
Schroeder attacks what he calls ‘Toulmin’s system’ for what he calls its ‘inherent capacity for
exploitation,’ because it might encourage student writers to ignore ‘significant data’ in their
quest to, above all, justify their arguments (1997, pp. 103-104). The same line of critique could
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apply to using the Toulmin model to examine teachers’ arguments about student writing as well
as to examine the arguments students make in that writing.
Even though this is a serious substantive criticism, the Toulmin model still has much to
offer compositionists interested in improving how and why they respond to students’ texts. As it
stands right now, teacher response practices are often a curious amalgamation of, on the one
hand, vague lore and, on the other hand, paternalistic, authoritarian appropriation that serves
teachers’ interests more than students’ interests. Lore is unselfconscious and largely ad hoc,
while appropriation undermines the very aims of the course. Refiguring response to student
writing as a contested argument field in which our responses are themselves arguments that can
be laid out and examined within the expectations of the field, while a small move, could be a
significant one. For example, written comments such as, ‘elaborate’, ‘be specific’, ‘be precise’,
or ‘think more about your reader’ (Sommers, 1982, p. 126) are airless, static directives. We
should replace such directives with claims, which would obligate us to think through our data
and our warrants and, one hopes, to better tailor our responses to students’ texts to the course
outcomes we desire. As just one example, instead of writing a prescriptive and peremptory
injunction to ‘elaborate’, why not make an argument, such as ‘This passage is not developed as
well as it should be (claim) because you introduce three important subjects in the first sentence,
but only discuss two in detail (data)?’ The implicit warrant for such a claim would be something
like, ‘well-developed writing discusses in detail those subjects that the writer introduces as
important subjects’, while the backing would draw on institutional and disciplinary expectations
and conventions. The Toulmin model is a model of argument in a shared context and is an
especially useful means for writing teachers to understand the disciplinary and institutional
contexts in which their reams of well-meaning, time-consuming, but often unhelpful responses to
student writing participate. To this understanding of disciplinary and institutional contexts must
be added ways to refigure the power relationships between teachers and students that are
productive for students’ intellectual growth and for meeting the expectations of course outcomes.
As Fife and O’Neill ask, if we want to move beyond our current response practices, we must ask:
What rules, explicitly stated or implied, structure the kinds of contributions students and teachers make in
the writing and response interchange? What rules exist about turn-taking? Who gets to set the topic? Who
is authorized to speak about the student’s writing and suggest plans and rationales for revision? What
pedagogical practices invite the student to respond to the teacher’s comments? (pp. 312-313)

Fife and O’Neill’s questions touch on the values of the pragma-dialectic approach to
argument, an approach that, because it can ameliorate the denigration and appropriation of
student writing, has much to offer as we seek to improve our response practices.
4. REFIGURING RESPONSE PRACTICES BY USING THE PRAGMA-DIALECTIC
APPROACH: WHAT DIFFERENCES COULD THAT MAKE?
The Toulmin model has a following among some writing teachers, and is at least known by those
writing teachers who reject it. However, the pragma-dialectic approach to argument, first
developed by Dutch scholars Frans van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst, is generally unknown in
composition studies. Under this approach, argumentation is both process and product, defined as
‘a verbal, social, and rational activity’; one’s purpose in engaging in this activity is to convince a
reasonable critic, through a process of ‘putting forward a constellation of [refuting or supporting]
propositions’ that that one’s ‘standpoint’ should be accepted (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst,
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2004, p. 1). In pragma-dialectics, argumentation is ‘a phenomenon of verbal communication’ and
a ‘mode of discourse’ whose salient characteristic is the use of language by the parties to resolve
differences of opinion (Van Eemeren, Grootendorst, et. al., 1996, p. 275). Pragma-dialecticians
study argumentation by integrating descriptive and normative concerns (p. 275). As Van
Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004) put it, ‘[N]ormative rules and procedures, devised in a
reflective Valhalla […] can only have practical relevance if they do justice to the characteristics
and properties inherent in discursive reality. This means that the normative and descriptive
approaches to argumentation should be fine-tuned to each other’ (Van Eemeren and
Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 10-11). To integrate both descriptive and normative concerns, pragmadialectics adopts and attempts to fulfill four methodological premises: externalization,
socialization, functionalization, and dialectification (Van Eemeren, Grootendorst, et. al., 1996,
pp. 276-78).
First, through externalization, the parties attempt to identify their respective positions that
have been externalized (or that could be externalized) (Van Eemeren, Grootendorst, et. al.
(1996), pp. 276-77; 279). Externalization makes plain the parties’ argumentative commitments
within the context of their disagreement (p. 279). Second, socialization moves from product to
process; that is, socialization recognizes that argumentation is not the bringing forth of a
gleaming monad of finished private thought; rather, argumentation is a dynamic and
collaborative social interaction in which the parties play the roles, that of protagonist and
antagonist, by advancing, attacking, and defending standpoints (pp. 277, 279). Socialization
identifies which parties, for which argumentative speech acts, are to be considered protagonist
and antagonist (p. 279). Third, functionalization acknowledges that structural and formal
approaches to argument have their uses, but they also have their limits because they often
overlook the very reasons why anyone would want to design argumentative discourse in the first
place: to manage disagreement, to justify standpoints, and to make and meet objections (pp. 277278). Functionalization identifies the speech acts that the parties exchange and examines them
within ‘correctness conditions’ to determine the how the parties’ speech acts work within the
overall effort of resolving differences of opinion (pp. 279-80). Fourth and finally, dialectification
moves from description to critical standards; it assumes that the only appropriate argumentation
for resolving differences of opinion is argumentation that can accommodate ‘the relevant
reactions of a critical antagonist’ (p. 278). Dialectification is attained by an ideal model of
argument as an orderly exchange of speech acts aimed at resolving differences of opinion and
which proceeds according to a heuristic, analytic ‘code of conduct’ (Van Eemeren, Grootendorst,
et. al., 1996, p. 283). This code of fifteen (originally ten), rules for critical discussion embody
such principles as a prohibition against ex cathedra assertions (rule 1), the right to challenge
standpoints (rule 2), the general obligation to defend standpoints if challenged (rule 3), allocation
of the burden of proof (also rule 3), and the right to seek ‘usage declaratives’, or clarifications at
any time (rule 15) (Van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 2004, p. 136-141, 156-157). Beyond simply
prescribing rules of order, the rules for a critical discussion also guide what types of speech acts
the parties can legitimately use at which stages of the critical discussion (p. 67). Because of its
overall orientation toward dispute resolution a fallacy in pragma-dialectics is a speech act that
frustrates or derails resolution (Van Eemeren, Grootendorst, et. al., 1996, p. 299).
If the Toulmin model is liable to charges of ‘justificationism’, perhaps the pragmadialectic approach is liable to charges of ‘dialogism.’ Blair (1998) has contended that an engaged
dialogue model of argument, such as the pragma-dialectic model, is insufficient to capture all of
the features, properties, and norms applicable to what Blair calls ‘solo arguments’ made by
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single arguers to absent or undefined respondents (pp. 333-334). To support his claims, Blair
refers to some of the pragma-dialectic rules and explains how they are at odds with the
argumentative contexts that solo arguers often face. For example, a solo arguer may not have the
time or ability to determine and deal with anticipated objections to her standpoint or divine what
a diffuse audience would accept as starting premises (p. 335). Blair does not assert, as David
Frank (1993; 2004) does, that the pragma-dialectic approach is largely misguided, unhelpful, or
subsumed by other approaches; rather, Blair’s position is simply that arguments often occur in
contexts that the norms and parameters of dialogue models do not address completely (pp. 333338). I agree with Blair, which is one reason why I contend that both Toulmin model and
pragma-dialectics together—without one subsuming the other—would be useful in refiguring
teacher response to student writing. Teacher response to student writing takes place within a
range of rhetorical situations and constraints, at different times and places, at different moments
in the writing and revision processes, and for different purposes. Writing teachers, like their
colleagues in other disciplines, need different models and different vocabularies for different
purposes. No single approach to a human activity as complex as argument can ever corner the
market.
One way in which pragma-dialectics could improve our response practices is by
providing a well-developed theoretical framework for student-teacher conferences, a familiar
(often required) aspect of composition pedagogy. Many teacher-student conferences in which I
have participated (and many others that I have observed) would have been much more useful for
all involved, and much more consistent with the desired outcomes of the freshman course, had
those conferences been conducted as pragma-dialectic critical discussions. This is especially true
when teachers respond to students’ drafts. Drafts, by definition, are not finished papers. What is
important in responding to a draft and assisting the student through the revision process varies
from what is important in writing an endnote on a finished paper accompanied by a grade. Too
often, students see drafts as essentially finished texts and see ‘revision’ as a matter of mere copyediting and general tidying up. Teachers, on the other hand, often expect wholesale revisions of
the kinds they make in their own scholarly writing; as a result, a draft, for them, is just a signpost
of thinking in progress, not a product evidencing finished thought. Pragma-dialectics grounds the
parties understanding of their argumentative commitments within a negotiated context. The
pragma-dialectic orientation toward dispute resolution, its ideal model of critical discussion, and
its code of conduct for that discussion could transform these often frustrating encounters—
encounters in which, in a very real sense, the parties are often not reading ‘the same’ text—in
powerful and fruitful ways. Of course, no set of rules by itself could guarantee that the parties
will resolve their differences of opinion; however, these rules, if followed, work to make
resolution more likely, provided that the parties are of a mind to resolve their differences (Van
Eemeren and Grootendorst, 2004, p. 134). Perhaps just as importantly to the composition teacher
seeking to improve the soundness, clarity, and usefulness of his or her response practices, even if
teacher and student are unable to resolve their differences of opinion completely, they at least
might arrive at a better understanding of each other’s positions, an outcome that, in the context of
teaching and learning, is indeed worthwhile and that might pay dividends later in the course.
These dividends include better understanding of each other’s values and hierarchy of values, and
a better understanding of the constraints on each other’s ability or willingness to make arguments
in the context of writing, revision, and response practices. What’s more, using a pragma-dialectic
approach when responding to freshman writing could help to ameliorate the denigration and
appropriation of student texts that can result when relatively sophisticated readers undertake to
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critique the prose of relatively unsophisticated writers. Instead of teachers reading student texts
in light of some Ideal Text, teachers should see student texts as asserting standpoints that must be
defended by appropriate argumentation, argumentation that would rule the kinds of comments
that Sommers and Knoblauch and Brannon studied out of bounds. Teachers should see students
in a new way, just as we ask students to see their arguments in new ways when revising their
texts. Teachers should see students as participants in a critical discussion, participants who are
free to challenge the claims that teachers make when responding to student writing and obliged
to defend their own claims if challenged. In other words, the mutual rights and obligations of the
pragma-dialectic model could help to teachers’ response practices more a purposeful and
beneficial discussion between equals than an unhelpful or denigrating contest between
institutional unequals.
5. CONCLUSION
Much of the teaching and learning that occurs in freshman composition occurs in the
interchanges between students and teachers in the response and revision processes, not in the
classroom itself. The Toulmin model focuses our attention on the hows and the whys of
responding to student writing as a situated discourse within a pattern of practices that shapes our
expectations and guides the realm of the possible. Pragma-dialectics provides a rational, ethical
code to shape meaningful discussion and evaluation and also ameliorates the inescapable effects
of power that arise when sophisticated readers respond to the arguments of relatively
unsophisticated writers. Together, the Toulmin model and pragma-dialectics can yield more
critically sound, principled, self-aware, and effective ways for writing teachers to respond to
students’ texts than offered in much current composition pedagogy.
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